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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Title: Evolution of the Marine Corps Reserve: Historical Trends Post Conflict and the Future of
the Operational Reserve

Author: Major Matthew S. Breen, United States Marine Corps Reserve

Thesis: The Marine Corps will return its reserve forces to a pre-September 11, 2001, strategic
status and the operational reserve will be limited to annual training in support of operational
missions.

Discussion: Over the past decade, the reserve force has evolved from a strategic role to an
integrated operational role. As a routine force provider within the force generation model, the
reserves have been participating in continuous mobilizations in a variety of capacities in order to
meet Department of Defense (DoD) mission requirements. Despite this constant operational
status, the Marine Corps has yet to clearly define an operational reserve. While much has been
debated and written on the subject, the fact remains that each service is left to interpret its own
definition. Beyond defining the term operational reserve, there is the deliberate effort to keep the
reserve operational after the withdrawal from Irag and Afghanistan is complete. While this
supports DoD’s stated goals of Total Force use going forward and provides the reserves with
continuous real world training and contingency opportunities, it fails to account for the single
most important element facing the military today: that being the financial crisis facing the United
States. Impending fiscal cuts will scale down manpower, equipment, overseas training and
operations activities. These cuts will most certainly impact the ability to leverage the operational
reserve concept that has evolved as a result of military operations over the past decade. DoD
leaders recognize the importance of the reserve and acknowledge that the Total Force concept
favors an operational reserve; however, given current laws and fiscal constraints, the longevity of
an operational reserve is quickly becoming a steeper mountain to climb.

Conclusion: The DoD budget and national security requirements will ultimately decide whether
or not an operational reserve will continue to exist. Without a national crisis to justify funding
for the mobilization of the reserves, budgets simply will not support an operational reserve force.
Despite support from military leadership, the active component is not likely to fund the reserves
without an increase in baseline budgets or the continuation of supplemental funds. Additionally,
in the absence of contingency missions, the active component is likely to resume the training
missions that were given to the reserve component. This will place the reserve force back into a
strategic role.



PREFACE

Much analysis of the role of the nation’s military reserve has been conducted since the
Global War on Terror began in 2001. The evolution of the reserve forces from an emergency
option only to a more integrated or operational role continues to be the subject of much debate.
For the Marine Corps, the reserves have served alongside the active component for eight
continuous years in a variety of capacities. Despite nearly a decade of continuous use, the Marine
Corps has yet to define the meaning of the term: operational reserve. The services and the think
tanks continue to throw the term around in various hearings, articles and reports. | chose this
topic because | believe the Marine Corps should do what it has always done and seize the
initiative with the issue of an operational reserve.

But even if operational reserve is defined, there still looms the challenge of making the
operational reserve a reality in the post conflict environment: and that challenge is funding. With
the recent Department of Defense budget cuts, it remains to be seen whether an operational
reserve force can be justified and funded. Given the current fiscal direction and history of reserve
force status after conflict, I predict that the reserves will be, for the most part, returned to a
strategic role with very limited operational activity.

My thanks go out to my wife and my mom for their relentless support and contribution to
my effort in completing this endeavor. | would also like to thank my mentors Colonel David
Antonik, Dr. Bradford Wineman and Dr. John Gordon for the sacrifice of their time in providing

me with much needed guidance and direction in my research.



Introduction

Throughout the past decade, the United States Marine Corps Reserve has been
operationally employed for a longer period of time than at any other time in Marine Corps
history. Many Department of Defense studies and reports have claimed that this trend shows a
transition from what was previously known as a strategic, emergency-only reserve, to an active,
integrated force, which has been termed an operational reserve. The recent historical trend has
seen a reliance on the reserve component to help meet mission requirements which have strained
the active component.* This new operational reserve practice proved to be far different from the
“normal” planned concept of utilization, prior to 2001. For the Marine Corps Reserve, the
opportunity to prove itself as a capable and reliable force for the first time since Operation Desert
Storm in 1991 had arrived.

The United States Marine Corps, like the other services, is facing record budget
reductions as the war in Iraq has ended and the war in Afghanistan is being brought to a close.
For the Department of Defense and the military at large, the resulting impact will be tremendous
in terms of diminished funding for all armed forces. The constrained budget, combined with the
priority for reducing the overseas commitment of troops, will most certainly result in a
significantly decreased role for the nation’s reserve forces and, in particular, the Marine Corps
Reserve. The number of reserves and the duration of time for which they are used will be
minimal, based on the fact that the justification for appropriating additional funding simply
won’t exist. Department of Defense policies of the last decade, coupled with current national
security strategy and developing world events, will likely continue to drive the requirement for

reserve component utilization in some capacity.



The Marine Corps’ shrinking budget, coupled with reduced mission requirements for the
active component will most certainly have an impact on reserve operational mission
opportunities. No longer engaged in Irag, and with the beginning of withdrawal from
Afghanistan, the active component will likely resume many of the training missions it had tasked
the reserve component to fill in order to provide some much needed temporary operational relief.
Supplemental funds above the Marine Corps baseline budget have supported the reserve
component throughout the past decade. These supplemental funds are projected to decrease
significantly in the near future, as the United States shifts the majority of its forces out of
Afghanistan. It is for these reasons that the Marine Corps will be forced to return the majority of
its reserve forces to a pre-September 11, 2001 strategic status. It is unlikely the Marine Corps
will choose to utilize active component baseline funds to support an operational reserve if the
active component will be able to meet mission requirements.

Historical Role of the Marine Corps Reserve

“It must always be remembered that these so called “Reservist” are the Marines with
whom we will win or lose our next war...We are collectively, the Corps. Never let it be thought

that one can survive without the other.”?

[Sic] This quote was taken from a presentation
prepared by the Division of Reserve which was provided to members of the 1957 class of The
Senior School, the name by which the Command and Staff College, Quantico Virginia, was
designated at various points in its past. The statement portrays a Marine Corps perspective five
years after the Korean War experience which acknowledges, full well, the critical role the

reserve played in turning the tide of that war and in maintaining the reputation of the Marine

Corps as “America’s Force in Readiness.”



An examination of the future role of the Marine Corps Reserve could hardly be complete
without first reviewing its history and evolution. Although not officially recognized by the
United States Government, Marine Corps reserve units existed within the Naval Militia program
dating back to 1892. At that time, individual states managed and controlled their militia units. In
1903, Congress passed the Militia Act, also called the Dick Act, which preserved the state militia
system, regulated it, and established it as a reserve of manpower for Federal Government use if
so directed by the President.* Although Army specific, the Dick Act established a foundation
between the state militia and the regular Army by creating a federally funded and organized
militia subject to standards and inspection. Thus, key groundwork was set for marked
improvements between state and federal military forces. With the stage set by the Dick Act, the
Navy, recognizing the difficulty involved in trying to harness manpower and equipment
capabilities in the event of a national emergency, initiated action to take ownership through
General Order No. 153 on 10 July 1915.> A direct result of this action was the Navy’s
documented recognition of the Marine Corps Branch of the Naval Militia. Another year passed
before Congress officially established the Marine Corps Reserve through the Naval
Appropriations Act on 29 August 1916.°

From this beginning, Marines of the Marine Corps Reserve went on to serve in World
War 1, helping to solidify the Marine Corps reputation as the premier elite fighting force of the
world, as was distinguished at the Battle Belleau Wood in France. During World War 1, reserve
Marines were integrated into regular component Marine units. Precise units and numbers of
reserves were never accurately recorded.

It was not long after World War | ended before the authorized strength of the Marine

Corps was reduced and the number of reserves began to dwindle. During that time, the reserve



concept was so new that few had an understanding of what to do with the reserve other than to
demobilize them. Prior to and following the war, no Marine Corps headquarters had been
assigned responsibility for ownership of the reserve program and the program’s usefulness was
in question as appropriations and manning numbers continued to decline.” Recognizing the
significant role the reserve had with influencing the Marine Corps successful participation in
World War |, Marine Corps leadership expressed a desire to maintain the strategic capability that
the reserve provided. Congress passed the Naval Reserve Act of 1925, which abolished the 1916
Naval Appropriations Act and “provided for the creation, organization, administration, and
maintenance of a Naval Reserve and a Marine Corps Reserve.”® The 1925 Act detailed solutions
to many of the shortcomings of the 1916 Act; most importantly, pay for drill attendance, uniform
allowance and subsistence during weekend duty.®

Four years later, the status of the reserve changed again as the Marine Corps budget
dwindled. The Commandant approved a plan for what was called the “New Reserve.” It
consisted of drill without pay, individual responsibility for purchase of uniforms and the use of
private funds to cover expenses associated with reserve activities.'® The regular Marine Corps
left the reserve on their own, responsible for providing for their own training, messing and
quartering.** Despite the difficult conditions for service in the reserve, the “New Reserve”
program expanded and numbers increased as dedicated volunteers filled the ranks. The Marines
of this period in history displayed exceptional dedication by paying to participate in the Marine
Corps Reserve.

In the late 1920s as the Great Depression set in, the individual reservists’ ability and
desire to sacrifice scarce personal funds dwindled and the “New Reserve” concept began to lose

appeal. Personnel turnover increased significantly and the regular Marine Corps realized that



unreasonable burdens placed on the reserves were taking a toll. At that time, reserve leadership
had modeled the reserve on a brigade structure, which brought challenges with command and
control beyond the capabilities of the reserves. In addition, the Marine Corps and its reserve were
struggling with finding its ideal size and determining the type of units necessary to meet its
mission.*? The regular Marine Corps soon realized that if they were to remain “First to Fight”,
they needed a reserve that was manned, trained, equipped and ready for rapid mobilization for
active duty service. In June of 1934, pay for drill was reinstated by the Marine Corps and the
reserve program saw, yet another, significant change in organizational structure in order to help
reduce operating expenses associated with the reserve.'® The regular Marine Corps, and military
in general, viewed the reserve as an emergency asset that should be maintained in the event of
national crisis. According to this concept, when crisis arose, justification for funding
mobilization of a reserve force would exist and the reserve would augment active forces for the
war’s duration.

Following World War |, the Marine Corps faced the new challenge of managing its
reserve force. The reserve was officially created in 1916, as the War in Europe was heating up
and United States civil and military leadership recognized an urgent need to be ready to defend
American interests.' To do so, the force would need to be built up immediately and a reserve
would significantly ease that process. On the heels of the Navy, the Marine Corps Reserve was
created and it served its intended purpose. However, after recognizing the strategic importance of
the reserve, the active Marine Corps struggled with how to manage the reserve. Despite oversight
and management challenges, the Marine Corps Reserve remained a critical element of the
Marine Corps’ strategic plan, that plan being one of utilization in case of war or national

emergency. The necessity of a reserve was evidenced by the comments of the Marine Corps



Commandant in 1926 when he said, “a trained force of officers and men available to serve as
reinforcements to the Regular Marine Corps in time of War or national emergency. To make it
possible to carry out this mission, it is absolutely necessary that there be in the Marine Corps
prior to the emergency and adequate and well trained Reserve.”* [Sic]

As World War Il brewed in Europe, the Marine Corps called on its reserve to begin
augmenting the active component even before the Japanese attack at Pearl Harbor in 1941. The
reserve was absorbed entirely into the regular Marine Corps and by war’s end, reserves
constituted approximately 68 percent of total Marine Corps forces.*® At the conclusion of World
War I, much like after World War I, the Marine Corps Reserve was demobilized and total end
strength for the active component was significantly reduced. The Marine Corps Reserve had
again served its intended purpose and was returned to a non-active strategic status. Unlike after
World War 1, the Marine Corps assigned a Director of the Division of Reserve and the goal this
time was clear. The role of the Director was to rebuild a strong reserve to ensure the ability to fill
its mission of responding in the event of national emergency.'’ To this end, the Marine Corps
invested resources into the reserve which it had not previously done. The efforts were to pay off
as the United States Marine Corps emerged from the investment with a trained, equipped and
ready reserve at the onset of the Korean War: a war in which it is widely believed that the
Marine Corps Reserve was, to a large extent, the difference between victory and defeat.

When the Korean War ended, the Marine Corps, again, found itself needing to rebuild its
reserve. As in World War | and World War 11, the reserve Marines did not deploy as units but,
rather, they integrated into the active component. Essentially, the reserve units ceased to exist
until they reconstituted after the war’s end.*® After the fighting ended in Korea, the Marine

Corps faced reduced budgets and decreases in active component end strength. Much like after



World War | and World War I, the reserves demobilized rapidly and returned to their prewar
reserve units. The Marine Corps, building upon the value of historical lessons learned,
immediately shifted focus to rebuilding the reserve. Retaining experienced personnel was
complicated due to a postwar desire to return to civilian life; lives which had been left behind in
a shockingly rapid and historic mobilization for war.

Secretary of Defense, Charles E. Wilson, emphasized the importance of the reserves
when he commented “the Nation would depend even more on reserve forces in the future.”*® He
recognized that the reserves had to become a critical integrated component of national defense to
supplement active component forces.?® The combination of Marine Corps active and reserve
forces strongly impacted and turned the tide of the Korean War. This fact was well recognized
and shaped how United States leadership viewed strategic reserve capability as the United States
entered the Cold War era, following the end of the Korean War. Recognizing the need for change
based on developments in the world, the Marine Corps again reorganized its reserve to best suit
evolving world needs of the time, while retaining its clearly defined yet simple and concise
mission statement.

In the Vietnam War, the United States experienced a significant departure from its
historical use of reserve forces. Unlike World War I, World War |1, and the Korean War, the
Marine Corps Reserves were not mobilized en masse. Instead, manpower for the Vietham War
was obtained through the draft. In 1962, the Marine Corps reorganized its reserve once again;
this time to mirror the active component with a division and a wing that would eventually lead to
a complete reserve Marine Amphibious Force known as IV MAF. This reorganization provided
the Marine Corps with a fourth Marine Amphibious Force, replicating the active component

structure and ensuring unit integrity within the reserve.?! The Marine Corps Reserve had been



reorganized into a 4™ Marine Division and a 4" Marine Aircraft Wing and they were to remain
organizationally intact if called to active service. The new concept was designed around reserve
unit integrity in peacetime and through mobilization and deployment in the event of activation.
This was a significant shift in the reserve employment compared to the previous use of reserves
as individual fillers which were integrated into active component units.?> Some theories suggest
that the reserves were not used during the Vietnam War because of a larger fear of communist
aggression in other areas of the world; this fear resulted in belief that forces needed to be
reserved for war with communist Russia. Other theories point to a reluctance on the part of
government for sending the wrong message to the rest of the world by the President declaring
national emergency in order to justify mobilizing the reserves.?® Regardless of influences, the
Sixties marked a shift in perception and concept with how the reserve was to be structured and
employed.

The period following the Vietnam War reflected the same pattern of budget and troop
reductions as had occurred after World War I, World War 11, and the Korean War. With the
exception of individual volunteers, the Marine Corps Reserve did not experience mobilization
during the Vietnam War; however, military budgets were reduced and manpower endstrength
was cut. Two adverse points regarding the reserve did occur after the Vietnam experience: first,
was a negative perception cast on the reserve as a hideout for those seeking to avoid service in
Vietnam and, second, the relevancy and utility of the reserve was questioned by some as a result
of the reserve not being mobilized.?* During the postwar period, the reserve experienced
recurring challenges associated with manpower recruiting, retention, equipment fielding and

funding, just as in past wars.



After the Vietnam War, the Department of Defense recognized propositions brought
forward by General Creighton Abrams, which was subsequently codified in what is now referred
to as the Abrams Doctrine, which asserts that support from citizens of the United States during
war is directly related to mobilization of the reserves. This belief served to facilitate the Total
Force concept which Defense Secretary Melvin Laird signed into policy in 1970.%° With
elimination of the draft and the adoption of an all-volunteer force, the reserve component would
become all the more critical to United States national security. In order to cope with reduced
budgets and troop reductions, certain assets and capabilities were transferred to the reserve
component. This move served two purposes: first, it achieved significant savings and second, in
the event of a crisis, it required mobilization of the reserve to round out the active component,
thus drawing on support and will of the nation’s citizens.?

Because the Marine Corps Reserve never mobilized in support of the Vietnam War, the
new reserve structure and the Total Force concept remained untested for two decades until
Operation Desert Storm. In 1991, in response to Saddam Hussein’s aggression, the Marine Corps
Reserve experienced the largest mobilization since the Korean War. When the United States
went to war with Iraq, in Operation Desert Storm, the Marine Corps Reserve mobilized 63
percent of its forces, and despite skepticism surrounding their reliability, they performed as
advertised; both as whole units and as individual augments.?” Despite its challenges, the Total
Force concept proved to be an overall stunning success. Because of the short duration of this
war, most reserve Marines served less than a year of active duty before demobilizing and
returning to reserve status. Expectedly, as in past wars, the military budgets were reduced,
resulting in force downsizing. Both active and reserve components experienced drawdown with

the Marine Corps Reserve programmed end strength of 42,400 in 1992, lowering to a total end



strength of 34,900 in 1997. Overall, reserve forces experienced a 26 percent reduction as
compared to the 36 percent experienced by the active component.?® The assumption can be made
that Congress embraced the Total Force concept that realized the significance of reserve success
in Operation Desert Storm; therefore, under fiscal constraints, chose to minimize reserve end
strength reduction numbers as compared to that of the active side.

From World War | through the Korean War, the Marine Corps reserve proved to be a
vital element of Marine Corps success. Evolution of the reserve through all of these wars brought
about significant changes in reserve management during peacetime. In wartime, the concept for
integrating the reserves was upon mobilization and activation, reserve units were disbanded and
the reservists were utilized as individual fillers, which were integrated into the regular Marine
Corps structure.”

The National Security situation changed after the end of the Cold War and the Marine
Corps, like the other services, began to realize that their reserve would play an ever-increasing
role in meeting mission requirements. Department of Defense and military officials recognized
that reserve component access policies based on the Cold War era plans were outdated and
needed to be changed to reflect the evolving world situation and reduced defense budgets.*
Throughout the history of the Marine Corps Reserve, as the nation has moved into interwar
periods following conflicts, the military has faced budget reductions, force reductions and force
structure adjustments.

Reserve Marines participated in World War I in limited numbers and in World War 11
over half of the Marines who served were reserve.** Again during the Korean War, reserve
Marines were called to duty and comprised a large portion of the total Marine force. Following

these wars, the natural cycle of troop and budget reductions has occurred. Moreover, after each
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of these cycles, the reserve component returned to a strategic status after a period of continuous
mobilization. While this is an overarching analysis leaving much detail and unique circumstance
from each conflict out of the discussion, there remains one common theme: once the conflict has
ended, the reserve force returns to its pre-conflict status, defense budgets are reduced, and the
military experiences a drawdown in manpower and equipment. During the Persian Gulf War,
again, the Marine Corps drew on its reserve to support the mission and at the conclusion of the
conflict, repeated the same pattern of cuts in the budget, force reductions, both active and reserve
component, with a return of the reserve to a strategic status. In more recent history, with the
events of September 11, 2001, the Marine Corps reserve has experienced an atypical pattern in
that the conflict has endured beyond that of past conflicts involving reserve force utilization.

Modern Role of the Marine Corps Reserve

“the trend in rising defense costs (particularly in manpower) and ever descending
defense budgets will provide fiscal constraints calling for continuous
consideration of reduced active forces and increased reliance on reserve forces.

1132

This assumption, taken from the Ready Reserve Mission and Structure Study Final
Report released in 1981, bears a strikingly similar parallel to the conditions found in 2012. The
Global War on Terror period from September 11, 2001, to the present, is distinctly different from
previous wars because the reserve component has been relied upon in a new way, to provide
operational tempo relief to the active component on a rotational basis for duration greater than
that of any past conflicts. For the Marine Corps, this continuous use of reserves is a significant
departure from historical utilization, born out of necessity, and transformed into a sustained

practice. With national security being the driving force behind such a requirement, justification

for funding and mobilization of reserve forces has remained in effect since September 2001.
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As pointed out by Commandant of the Marine Corps General Amos, the reserves today
possess more experience than at any other time since the Korean War; and they have achieved
seamless integration with the active component, given the operational opportunities that have
been presented to them.*® In addition to combat experience, today’s Marine Corps Reserve has a
broad depth of experience across a variety of operations both inside the continental United States
and abroad. Maintaining this experience is critical and the Marine Corps as well as the
Department of Defense recognize that in order to maintain such experience, the reserve must
remain engaged with meaningful work to retain experienced personnel.

Marine Corps Concept of Operational Reserve

Since 2006, significant steps have been taken by the Department of Defense to further
support inclusion of the reserve component into the Total Force concept. Reviews, reports,
commissions, and independent research studies; as well as law, policy, doctrine changes and
change proposals have all focused, since 2001, on crisis necessitated evolution of the reserve
component, on the best way to move forward with this evolution process.

One such example is Department of Defense Directive 1200.17 “Managing the Reserve
Components as an Operational Force.” The Directive’s stated purpose is to “promote and support
the management of the reserve component as an operational force.”** The Directive further lists
as policy: “The reserve components provide operational capabilities and strategic depth.”*> The
key words are “promote and support” in the Directive’s purpose and it does not specify that the
reserve component as an operational force is mandatory or permanent. Included in the
Directive’s glossary is a definition for “reserve component as an operational force,” which
provides the reader with a basic understanding as to what the Department of Defense meant by

the term “operational force.”
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In accordance with Department of Defense guidance, the Marine Corps has embraced the
Total Force concept; which directs that the reserve component function as an operational force.*’
Despite progress, the Marine Corps lacks its own definition for operational reserve. The Marine
Corps has struggled to clearly define its idea of an operational reserve and depending on whom
one talks to, understanding and interpretation of the meaning varies widely.*® Irrespective, the
term should be dropped entirely since it engenders confusion, which was recognized by the 2011
Comprehensive Review of the Future Role of the Reserve Component.*

The Marine Corps Vision and Strategy 2025, released by the Commandant in July 2008,
listed: “Maintain a Ready and Sustainable Reserve” as number nine out of ten prioritized
objectives.*® Contained in the paragraph were key words such as “Total Force,” “operational,”
and “strategic.” The Commandant was clearly indicating the Marine Corps’ commitment to
embracing the Total Force concept, as well as the fact that the Marine Corps Reserve force
would be serving in both operational and strategic capacities. Research identified earlier
indicated a common understanding of the term “strategic reserve.” However, research conducted
has yielded no official internal Marine Corps definition for the term “operational reserve.”

Interestingly, a large majority of literature written about the operational reserve has
focused on the Air Force, the Army, and the National Guard. In fact, testimony by the services to
the House Appropriations Subcommittee on Defense in March of 2011, lacked Marine Corps
representation as service reserve leadership provided their reasons for needing to keep the
operational reserve alive.** Each of these services has a significant amount of capability
contained in their reserve component that either does not exist in the active component or has
very limited depth of capability without augmentation from the reserve component. The Marine

Corps, unlike the Air Force and the Army, is relatively new to the operational reserve business
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because it did not begin to operationalize its reserve in the form of continuous rotations until
around 2003. The Marine Corps Reserve mirrors the active component Marine Corps with the
exception of mortuary affairs, which resides entirely in the reserve structure. The Marine Corps
Reserve is primarily general purpose, like its active component counterpart, mirroring it in
organizational structure and capabilities.

The United States has reached the point where budget reductions are mandatory, which
likely means a significant dwindling requirement to use the Marine Corps Reserve as an
operational force. In Dr. John Winkler’s article: “Developing an Operational Reserve, A Policy
and Historical Context and the Way Forward,” he describes the effects of DoD Directive
12